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OSCAR Wilde once complained that having spent an entire 
morning putting a comma into one of his poems, he spent the 
afternoon removing it. Peter Selgin calls this revisionitis: the 
inability of a writer to part with their work, the compulsion 
to go on fiddling and picking until there is nothing left to fret 
about. There can be real danger, Selgin warns, in fussing with 
things. The question then of how much to revise or how little 
to rewrite is one without certain answer and writers themselves 
hold differing views.
Ernest Hemingway, however excessive in his personal life (he 
had four wives and cheated on all of them), was a master of 
the understated prose that became characteristic of his craft. 
In 1956, in an interview with The Paris Review, Hemingway 
was asked about his editing process. He admits to writing the 
ending of Farewell to Arms, the final page of it, 39 times before 
he was satisfied. When asked about the hold-up, Hemingway 
replied, ‘Getting the words right’.
Getting the words right might not explain the entire process 
of editing but in many ways, it is a fitting description for those 
unable to finish. 
Finishing a work means accepting the piece with all its 
imperfections and, with the possibility of publication, comes 
the risk of rejection – the rolling of dice and fixed odds. Many 
writers cite this conundrum as central to their process. Annie 
Proulx, in a recent interview with Kári Gíslason, was asked 
about her ‘perfect’ words. ‘They’re not perfect words,’ Proulx 
said, ‘they’re the right words; the ones that best serve the story.’ 
Other writers stress stamina. Vladimir Nabokov said he 
rewrote, often several times, every word he ever published and 
that in the process of doing so, his pencils outlived his erasers. 
Truman Capote, too, believed in nipping and tucking; in 
chopping up paragraphs and snipping off sentences. ‘I believe 
in the scissors more than the pencil,’ he said. 
But good editing, of course, also involves discretion. Often 
the best editing decisions are those in which no changes are 
made. Knowing, for example, when to cut a page loose is just as 
important as knowing when to keep it. A staged intervention, 
however well-meaning, can be damaging if not executed 
thoughtfully and after consulting all parties involved: the 
outlandish exclamation, the stubborn full stop. Negotiating 
the tension between observing your intentions and trusting 
the deliberations of an editor (who or may not be more 
experienced) is all a part of the editing process and often the 
trickiest part.
All of this, I think, is a question of distance. Khalil Gibran said, 
‘Let there be spaces in your togetherness.’ Trees don’t grow in 
each other’s shadows. Even lovers need time apart. Cain and 
Abel might have spent every day together, but look how that 
turned out. Editing your own writing, in particular, is about 
finding the courage to step back from your work in order to 
more clearly see. It’s about attempting to apply some degree of 
objectivity to something that is deeply personal. It’s also about 
knowing when to stop.
With the benefit of hindsight, or from the vantage point of 
separation, it’s possible to see blemishes in your work that you 
may have otherwise brushed over (or covered up, perhaps). 
Often, the more time you spend with your sentences, the more 
they cement on the page, sometimes to the point where deleting 
a word feels like ripping off a fingernail. 
From an editing perspective, time softens all words. It soaks 
them in hydrochloric acid and softens their bonds, it loosens 
their connections to the page. Time also dissolves the resolve of 
your own attachments. Time is one of the greatest editors of all. 
In The Paris Review, Capote demystified his writing process. 
Apparently, he wrote his first drafts in long hand, followed 
by a complete revision. Then, he typed the second draft on 
yellow paper – a very special type of yellow paper, he said – and 
finally, when ‘the yellow draft’ was completed, he stuffed the 
manuscript in a drawer. A couple of months later, he pulled 
out the draft and read it as coldly as possible. Often he would 
read extracts aloud to friends who became consultants in the 
publishing process. All of this happened while Capote was 
stretched out on a couch with a cigarette in one hand and a 
sherry in the other. ‘I’ve got to be puffing and sipping,’ he said.
Unfortunately, many writers, especially students and teachers 
of the craft, don’t always have the luxury of time. It is a luxury, 
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after all. Deadlines must be met, TV trash must be watched 
and occasionally one must shower. There are other pieces 
to work on. There is also a case for not revising in a state of 
creative agitation or ecstasy, after being dumped or rejected, or 
when feeling depressed, exhausted, despondent, jealous, bitter, 
twisted or filled with self-loathing, which probably doesn’t leave 
much time if you’re a writer.
Another approach to editing is to read your words out loud, or 
to have someone read your work to you. Find a quiet spot on 
the river and hold a public reading. Invite some friends along. 
As you read, you’ll be able to hear imprecise words, jarring 
transitions, faulty rhythms, forced descriptions – anything that 
bruises the narrative. If a crowd gathers, then you can observe 
their reaction to the work: note those paragraphs where their eyes 
glaze over, the exact sentence when you get punched in the face. 
Even if there is no laughter or applause, even if there is only 
violence and public shame, reading your work out loud can tell 
you a lot about how a piece is working. This is because reading 
forces writers to consider the shape and sound of their voice 
and how it emerges off the page. Reading allows a writer to 
keep in touch with their words, their readers and the context 
in which they’re publishing. If something sounds forced or 
contrived when read out loud, then there is a good chance it 
reads like that on the page. 
Understanding how writing is received is an important part of 
understanding how writing is created. Debra Adelaide believes 
this is one of the reasons why the age-old mantra, show don’t 
tell, actually works. What is not said becomes what is expressed 
and the reader is permitted a role in the creation of the 
narrative. Readers, after all, are not passive consumers waiting 
to buy into a story. They are co-conspirators: real people with 
pets and families who are just as eager for the writer’s fictional 
world as the author is to write it. 
Another important aspect of the editing process is receiving 
feedback and learning to take criticism. If writing is an active 
assembling of words and meanings, then perhaps it’s a process 
that is unable to be finished or closed. This would suggest that 
writing is crystallised, not in the moment it’s recorded, but in 
the moment it’s read. A good reader will always open discussion 
rather than close it. Someone who criticises your work should 
at least empathise with your intentions. 
Sooner or later, we have to let go of our words. Suzette Elgin 
says this is when we should relinquish our works: not when 
they’re good, but when they’re good enough. Some writers 
claim they never really finish their novels – they abandon them. 
Others say authoring books is like raising children. At a certain 
age, ready or not, they go. 
I don’t have any children, but I imagine that once they’re free 
from supervision, nothing else can be done. They are, literally, 
out of your hands. Now, you must think about your other kids, 
especially those screaming for attention, and even those yet to 
be conceived. 
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